Editorial In Praise of Simplicity
The older I get, the more I am convinced that simplicity and clarity is the key to good research as well as good writing. Somehow nursing tends to go off into such esoteric and complicated directions, that it makes everything too complex. The true scholar takes the complex and is able to explain it in a simple and understandable way. The novice scholar, or pseudo-scholar, does the opposite-takes the simple and makes it complex. Ditto for the writer.
Reverend Robert J. Kus, R.N., Ph.D. July 15, 2002 When I was searching for an idea to write about for an editorial, I received an e-mail from my friend Father Bob that included the above paragraph. He is absolutely right, of course. The true scholar, the true researcher, strives for simplicity in thought just as an artist strives for simplicity in concept and line. The true scholar is an artist. A craftsman of words. The cleaner, the clearer the thought expressed, the easier for others to comprehend and use.
When I was a young student nurse, one of the first books I was required to own and use was the procedure manual for St Vincent's Hospital in Los Angeles. (Believe it or not, I still have that procedure manual in my possession!) As anyone who has ever seen a procedure manual knows, it is a simple compilation of "how-to procedures" for that institution. The beginning of each procedure is a listing of all the items required prior to going to the patient's bedside. Following that listing is a step-by-step instructional guide on what to do. Simplicity. Clarity. It was the task of the in-service instructor to update the procedure manual as needed. It was the instructor's task to take complex sets of techniques and make them so simple anyone could follow along. Everyone at that institution was expected to follow the procedure manual.
A major problem with simplicity is that it lends itself to proceduremanual mentality. Most of us still have the procedure-manual mentality, which states that there is one way to do things, the procedure-manual way, and that way is the "right" way.
Nursing research is beginning to develop the procedure-manual mentality, particularly in the area of qualitative research designs. Where once scholars tried to simplify the research process, identify decision points in the research process and the resultant trajectories from those alternatives, others have codified certain of those trajectories and made them into procedure manuals. Not only must the research novice use the same terminology (code words) in the proposal, the same words must be used in the final report and the description of the process must be identical to every other published description of the process. From once being interesting, creative, thoughtful writing, qualitative research reports have become codified, repetitive, boring reports that can be predicted from the abstract. How dull.
Simplicity of expression is not synonymous with identical phraseology. We have forgotten that the point of research is its findings/results. The process by which we attain the result is not the end point, yet most of the research manuscripts emphasize the process over the findings. The novice researcher must do this to prove they understand the process, but the skilled expert should not be forced into the same mold.
I have a suggestion. To simplify the final research reports in nursing journals and to save on publication space, how would it be if we decided to have the researcher submit a manuscript that included all the information the editor and reviewers needed to know about the research process used to arrive at the findings? The peer review process would proceed as usual. The difference would be in the final publication. Everything in the final report would be identical except the methods section. This section would simply identify the research design used (with references as to which author is credited with the design used) and go on to the sample description followed by a discussion of the findings. At the end of every manuscript would be the following statement: Anyone wishing to see the complete manuscript on which this report is based should contact the editor. In this way, the journal would have more space for the findings, but the entire report would be kept available for researchers wishing to use the research as the basis for their own work.
Our clinical journals condense the methods section. Not being the editor of a clinical journal, I have no idea whether the authors are asked to submit the methods section for review as part of the peer review process and that subsequently this section of the manuscript is abbreviated. I have not seen an offer of the complete manuscript so that the reader can decide for himself or herself whether the findings were warranted. Nevertheless, I think the clinical journals have much to teach the research journals in terms of simplicity, clarity of thought, and instant usability.
The research journals are still the home for methods manuscripts, where researchers can talk to each other about streamlining a design or problems in sampling strategies. No one else is really interested in methods. Nevertheless, even the methods papers are becoming turgid and encrusted. No deviations are allowed from the published sources or the peer reviewers will not approve the manuscript. We remain a profession with a procedure-manual mentality that is beginning to affect the creativity of our scientists.
I crave a simplicity and clarity of thought in the description of the methods used to achieve research goals. Pamela J. Brink Editor
